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U. S. Postage Stamp that was created to honor Owney 


More on Owney, the Celebrated Traveling Dog 
By S. Robert Powell, Ph.D. 


Enjoyed very much the article by Steve Barnes, “Albany’s Lost Canine Celebrity,” about 
Railroad Jack and Owney, the celebrated railroad-riding dogs in the 1880s and 1890s from 
Albany, that was published on p. 30 of the May 2018 issue of the BLHS Bulletin. 

Remarkably, Owney is the subject of a story titled “D&H Traveling Dog Preserved for 
Posterity in Smithsonian” that was published on page one of the Carbondale Daily News 
(October 1, 1959) that was written by a Carbondale journalist as a consequence of an inquiry to 
the Albany Knickerbocker News about “the D&H traveling dog” from Joseph B. Sirianni, a 
former Albanian, then living in Carbondale. 

From that article in the Carbondale paper, we have learned some interesting facts about 
Owney that were learned by Sirianni, who wrote to the Albany Knickerbocker News to see if he 
could get a copy of the column in that paper that was written by the veteran Albany newsman, 
Charles L. Mooney, who devoted his entire column on September 24, 1959 to a review of the 
history of Owney, who began his world-girdling career with a trip from Albany to Carbondale 
via a D&H mail car and who served for nine years as the unofficial mascot of the U. S. Railway 
Mail Service. 

Mooney wrote back to Sirianni and said that he did not have a copy of that column but 
told Sirianni what he knew about Owney and what he had learned from Albany Mayor Erastus 
Corning who had read about Owney in the book Dogs and People by George and Helen 
Papashvily. Sirianni then conveyed that information to the Carbondale Daily News reporter who 
wrote the page one story about Owney for that Carbondale paper. 

At the beginning of his letter to Sirianni, Mooney said: “It’s a long time since Owney the 
Mail Dog hopped aboard a train to carry the name and fame of Albany to far corners of the 


world, but the fabulous canine has tongues wagging again in places as far apart as England and 
Carbondale, Pa.” 

In that article in the Carbondale paper, the Carbondale reporter quoted what Sirianni had 
learned from Mooney, as follows: “Owney often has been termed the world’s foremost homing 
dog. A little fellow with traces of Scots terrier, Irish terrier and Airedale, he wandered into the 
Albany Post Office one day as a pup. The mail clerks promptly adopted him and presented him a 
collar bearing his name and address. Owney used to ride the mail trucks between the Post Office 
and Union Station. One day, apparently with a desire for a longer ride, he hopped aboard a D&H 
mail car and rode to Carbondale. Having made that run several times, Owney changed trains one 
day, traveled over several railroads and returned to Albany, with souvenirs attached to his collar, 
attesting to the fact that he had been to the West Coast.” 

Shortly thereafter, Owney became an international traveler. Mooney: “August 19, 1895, 
Owney’s postal pals packed a light bag for him with his brush, comb, and blanket and a letter of 
introduction to postal authorities everywhere. With the little bag hanging from his collar, Owney 
was off. He reached Tacoma and some one there put him on the SS Victoria, just sailing for 
Japan. Folks in Tokyo had never heard of Owney, but his letter of introduction sufficed for him 
to be ‘received’ by a representative of the Mikado, who gave him a special seal. From Japan, 
Owney sailed to Shanghai, Singapore and Port Said, stopped off for a visit in Gibraltar and the 
Azores and trotted into the Albany Post Office on Dec. 23, having circled the globe in 132 days.” 
(Childs, see below, says that Owney’s around-the-world tour on the SS Victoria, a Northern 
Pacific mail steamer, was a 129-day publicity tour.) 

An article about Owney by Arcynta Ali Childs titled “Mail Pooch” was published in the 
September 2011 issue (p. 35) of Smithsonian magazine. 

In that Smithsonian article, we read: “Owney began his public service career in 1888, 
after his owner--a postal clerk in Albany--abandoned him. The other clerks took him into their 
care and Owney bided his time, sleeping on mailbags. When the mailbags moved--first to the 
mail wagon and then to the railway station--Owney went with them. At first, the four-legged 
postal carrier rode the local trains, but he eventually traveled throughout the United States.” 

In Childs’ article, we also read: “Owney’s fame grew. The clerks outfitted their mascot 
with a collar, which accumulated medals and tags with each city he visited. When there were too 
many tags for the collar, Postmaster General John Wannamaker gave Owney a harness for them. 
He became a popular special guest at dog shows.” He also became the subject of children’s 
books and songs. 

Following his death in 1897, the mail clerks raised money to have Owney’s body 
preserved by taxidermy. Owney was kept on display at the U. S. Postal Department in 
Washington until 1912, when he was donated to the Smithsonian. In 1993, he was moved to the 
new National Postal Museum, where there was also a statue of Owney. 

In 2009, the National Postal Museum decided to create a new Owney exhibit. Before 
being put on display, Owney was restored by taxidermist Paul Rhymer (photo of Owney and 
Rhymer in the Smithsonian article). In July 2011, the U. S. Postal Service issued a postage stamp 
with Owney’s image thereon (stamp reproduced on-line at Smithsonian.com/owney and in 
Volume VII, p. 142, of Powell’s D&H series). 

Owney’s story is remarkable and heart warming. It is also a wonderful testament to the 
compassionate railway and postal employees who looked after Owney in his travels all across 
America and around the world. 
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How did Owney, the celebrated D&H traveling dog, die? 
By S. Robert Powell, Ph.D. 


Two articles about Owney, the celebrated dog who rode the rails in America in the late 
nineteenth century, including those of the D&H, were published in the BLHS Bulletin in 2018: 
“Albany’s Lost Canine Celebrity” by Steve Barnes (May 2018, p. 30) and “More on Owney, the 
Celebrated Traveling Dog” by S. Robert Powell (July 2018, p. 6) 


Given those two articles, it is impossible for some of us not to take note of any additional 
information on Owney that might surface in the course of our on-going research on the history of 
railroading in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 


In that regard, on July 14, 2018, we discovered, in one of the Gritman scrapbooks in the holdings 
of the Carbondale Historical Society, two newspaper articles about Owney that were published, 
in a Scranton newspaper in 1897. 


In the first of those articles, titled “Owney, the Mascot of the Railway Mail Service,” there are 
many interesting facts about Owney and his travels that have not been reported in any other 
published accounts of the life of Owney, e.g., Owney was an honored guest at the convention of 
Iowa bankers held at Council Bluffs in May, 1893, and was presented with a handsome silver tag 
bearing the inscription: “Owney, Our Guest. May he live long and prosper.” 


The second of those articles, which is dated Wednesday, March 3, 1897, is titled “OWNEY 
KILLED, a Famous Dog That Will Ride in Mail Cars No Longer--His Extensive Travels.” That 
article begins as follows: 


“According to the Buffalo News, “Owney,” the famous railroad traveling canine, which was in 
Scranton about a month ago, is now no more. ‘Owney’ was extremely partial to Uncle Sam’s 
railway rail service and always traveled with the mail clerks in the mail cars. He was the pet of 
the railway mail service and in every city in which he stopped was royally treated by the post 
office attaches. Though he had most fastidious tastes as to what he ate, “Owney” did not like 
turkey, as those who offered him choice bits of the popular Christmas fowl in Scranton 
discovered. / The details of “Owney’s” taking off are not known but_the mail cars of which he 
was so fond were the ones that crushed out his life. He was run over while attempting to jump 
upon a mail train at a small town between Syracuse and Albany [emphasis added]. He was a 
medium-sized cinnamon colored mongrel of extraordinary intelligence for a canine. About ten 
years ago he was picked up in a grocery store in Albany by the driver of a mail wagon who was 
asked to take him away. One day he strolled into a postal car and curled himself up among the 
mail bags for a nap. The car started before he awoke and from that trip which ended at Utica he 
developed his penchant for traveling about in mail cars. No postal clerk ever refused him a ride 
and when he wanted to get away on a trip no amount of persuasion every succeeded in 
preventing him from going.” 





Thus we have learned that Owney was killed in 1897 as he was attempting to jump upon a mail 
train at a small town between Syracuse and Albany. He did not die of old age, as the article in the 


Carbondale News of October 1. 1959, p. 1 (“D&H Traveling Dog Preserved For Posterity In 
Smithsonian”) would have us believe (see Powell article referenced above). Neither was he shot 
and killed by a deputy U. S. marshal, as Arcynta Ali Shields and the research staff at the 
National Postal Museum allege in the article titled “Mail Pooch” in the September 2011 issue (p. 
35) of Smithsonian (see Powell article referenced above). 
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